Völkerpsychologie or 'folk psychology' has a bad reputation amongst historians. It is either viewed as a pseudo-science not worth studying in detail, or considered a 'failure' since, in contrast to sociology, psychology, and anthropology, it never established itself as an independent discipline at university level. This article argues that Völkerpsychologie as developed by Moritz Lazarus and Heymann Steinthal was an important current in nineteenth-century German thought. While it was riddled with conceptual and methodological problems and received harsh criticism from academic reviewers, it contributed to the establishing of the social sciences since key concepts of folk psychology were appropriated by scholars such as Georg Simmel and Franz Boas. The article summarizes the main features of Lazarus and Steinthal's Völkerpsychologie, discusses it reception in Germany and abroad, and shows how arguments originally developed for folk psychology were used by Lazarus to reject antisemitism in the 1870s and 1880s. It concludes that Lazarus and Steinthal's Völkerpsychologie epitomized the mentality of nineteenth-century liberals with its belief in science, progress, and the nation, which was reinforced by their experience of Jewish emancipation.
Introduction
Völkerpsychologie or 'folk psychology' has a bad reputation amongst historians.
1 It is either viewed as a pseudo-science not worth studying in detail, or considered a 'failure' since, in contrast to sociology, psychology and anthropology, it never established itself as an independent discipline at university level. In the period between the 1860s and the 1890s, however, Völkerpsychologie as outlined and championed by Moritz Lazarus and Heymann Steinthal, played an important role in the post-Hegelian reconfiguration of the humanities. As such, while being criticized and even ridiculed by some contemporary commentators, the reception of key concepts of folk psychology contributed to the establishing of the social sciences in Germany and abroad. The main problem of folk psychology as conceived by Lazarus and Steinthal, then, derived from the political uses of their approach, not from theoretical or methodological inconsistencies. Their idea of
Völkerpsychologie was closely related to their position as emancipated Jews who identified strongly with the Prussian-German state. As such, Völkerpsychologie purported to analyse the psychology of nations, including that of Jews; the 'spirit' of the Jews they claimed to be not merely national, but rather universally human in a way that transcended nationality.
1
The term Völkerpsychologie is notoriously difficult to translate into English. It has been rendered as 'folk psychology', 'national psychology', 'anthropological psychology', or 'ethnic psychology', none of which give an accurate translation of the German original but rather testify to the changing understanding of the term over time. I use 'folk psychology' as the historical translation of Völkerpsychologie, even though this term is used in contemporary cognitive psychology and philosophy of the mind in a different meaning, i.e. to describe lay-psychological reasoning. After the founding of the German Empire, Lazarus used the terms Volk and Nation as synonyms, but preferred the former.
typical products of the emancipation of the Jews in Prussia in the nineteenth century. They both grew up in provincial Prussia: Lazarus in the small town Filehne (Wieleń) in the province of Posen (Poznań), a typical Central European 'microcosm' with an ethnically and confessionally mixed population; Steinthal in the town of Gröbzig in Anhalt. 5 Both came from respected, lower-middle class Jewish families with strong ties to the local Jewish communities, and both used the new opportunities in higher education to leave the Jewish milieu of their parents' generation behind. While attending the Gymnasium, Lazarus experienced a short, but severe, crisis of identity when he broke with the orthodox Jewish faith of his family and turned himself into a secular, national-liberal Jewish German.
According to Gershom Scholem, Lazarus was thus the epitome of the nineteenth-century assimilated German Jew, who completed the transition from purely Talmudic Judaism to a new German-Jewish identity in only five years.
6
At the University of Berlin, where they had met as students of the linguist Carl Heyse, both Lazarus and Steinthal abandoned plans to study theology and become rabbis, and they immersed themselves instead in studying philosophy and the humanities. 7 Steinthal completed his Habilitation, the 'second doctorate' that had become a precondition for teaching at a German university because of the decline in the standards of doctoral dissertations, in 1847 and became a Privatdozent, an unsalaried lecturer and member of the faculty. An eminent and productive linguist, Steinthal published a series of monographs on 2003, pp. ix-xlii. 5 Ingrid Belke, 'Einleitung', in Moritz Lazarus und Heymann Steinthal: Die Begründer der Völkerpsychologie in ihren Briefen, ed. by Ingrid Belke, 3 vols., Tübingen, 1971-86, vol. 1, pp. xiv-xv; lxxxii. 6 Gershom Scholem, 'Juden und Deutsche', in G. Scholem, Judaica, vol. 2, Frankfurt am Main, 1970, pp. 20-46, at p. 32; Belke, 'Einleitung', vol. 1, p. xxvii. 7 Belke, 'Einleitung', vol. 1, p. xxiii. historical and systematic linguistics. 8 After an extended research trip to Paris in 1852-56, made possible by the award of the Prix Volney, Steinthal returned to Berlin in 1856 and became adjunct professor at the university in 1862. 9 Lazarus, in turn, after graduating with a doctorate in philosophy, worked as an independent scholar and established a literary and scholarly salon at his flat in Berlin, financially supported by his wife's family. In 1859 he became professor at the University of Bern on the basis of two volumes entitled Vielfalt und Differenz 1800 -1933 , Tübingen, 2001 .
the sum of its parts, folk psychology was the necessary extension of individual psychology.
They adopted the romantic term Volksgeist or 'folk spirit', but tried to strip it of its idealistic connotations: the folk spirit was a not a metaphysical idea, Lazarus and Steinthal claimed, but simply described the 'essence of all inner and higher activity' of a nation, as expressed in the language, myths, religion, customs and habits of the nation that
Völkerpsychologie would study systematically. presented the nation as the product of the will of its members to form a nation, and thus the result of an active decision. A nation depended on the subjective view of its members of their equality and unity. Despite its subjective origins, nations were no less 'real'; they could still be 'found' as facts throughout history. The nation was a mental product of the individuals who belonged to it and was thus endlessly re-created. The nation was the 'first product of the folk spirit'.
19
Nations, then, did not possess a fixed and immutable character, but underwent constant changes. Normally, nations progressed and reached higher levels of perfection, but they could also decline. Repeating a central idea of historicist thinking, Lazarus and
Steinthal saw the development of nations as parallel to the development of individuals who through education and experience formed a specific character that constituted a closed 'totality'. The 'rise' of a nation's level of learning and education happened 'for particular reasons and according to specific laws'. It was these laws that folk psychology would study systematically. 20 One of the main aims of the new discipline was to study the relationship between the individual and the community. Lazarus described this relationship as an interaction (Wechselwirkung), since the individual was inconceivable without belonging to a group, and groups in turn were formed by individuals. But, ultimately, the nation prevailed over the individual. As Lazarus and Steinthal explained, 'Each and every mental deed of an individual' was rooted in the 'folk spirit' and could only be explained by analysing the peculiarities of the folk spirit.
21
Völkerpsychologie was intended to reorganize the system of disciplines that studied the development of nations and of man as a social being. All of these disciplines were flawed, according to Lazarus and Steinthal. Anthropology was, therefore, one-sided, because it explained the differences between nations solely as a consequence of their physical environment and the climate. 'Ethnology' reduced man to a 'product of nature'
and treated him as an animal, neglecting his essentially spiritual and intellectual qualities.
Philosophy, on the other hand -that is, Hegel and his followers -neglected empirical facts, and indulged in theoretical-deductive speculations that were not founded in reality. History and geography, in turn, were too descriptive, anecdotal, and lacked the systematic rigour of the sciences. Völkerpsychologie, then, was meant to bridge the gap between 'natural history' and history, or the sciences and the humanities. Worded rather clumsily, Lazarus and Steinthal thus formulated the programme of a social science: Völkerpsychologie was conceived as a 'third way' between natural science and history, since it studied the human 'spirit', but with the methods of the sciences. 22 The essence of the human spirit made such an approach necessary, since it operated, they argued, with the same law-like necessity as the 'German character.' As convinced German nationalists, they believed in the superiority of the 'German spirit' as expressed in German philosophy, science, and literature. 25 Not surprisingly, then, folk psychology was also intended to contribute to the national education of the Germans and thus to serve practical purposes. According to Lazarus, the study of Völkerpsychologie would help the Germans to become aware of their own folk spirit and prevent them from adopting foreign ideas that were ill-suited to their character. It was this 23 Ibid., pp. 17-18, 'Die gesetzmäßig gleichbleibende Thätigkeit des Geistes also ist Entwickelung, und der Fortschritt gehört so sehr zur Natur des Geistes, daß eben deshalb der Geist nicht zur Natur gehört.' socio-political purpose that proved to be the main problem for folk psychology. Leipzig, 1920, pp. 200-202. 35 Wilhelm Wundt, Vorlesungen über die Menschen-und Thierseele, vol. 2, Leipzig, 1863. as an object of study, and that the nation was therefore a natural object of study. 36 Echoing
Lasson's criticism, however, he denied the need for Völkerpsychologie to be established as an independent discipline that would reduce all existing humanities to a secondary status.
Wundt doubted that it was possible to find 'historical laws' that were as accurate as laws of nature but, if so, historians would not leave it to folk psychologists to establish these laws.
Wundt's aim was to develop psychology into a general social science which would be sub- .
A student of the ethnologist Adolf Bastian, an early contributor to Lazarus and Steinthal's journal, the founding father of 'cultural anthropology' integrated linguistic research into his holistic concept of anthropology that would become the dominant approach in the United
States. In a famous essay on the history of anthropology, a kind of a manifesto of the Boasschool, he referred to 'folk psychology' as the major influence for linguisticanthropological studies. 45 In its comprehensive outlook, Boas's anthropology resembled folk psychology since it studied all manifestations of the Volksgeist -language, myths, religion, and art; in addition, Boas actively rejected scientific racism. 46 In contrast to
Lazarus and Steinthal, however, Boas abandoned the idea of a hierarchy of civilizations with its Eurocentric bias and replaced it with a pronounced relativistic view; no 'culture' was deemed more worthy than any other, and all cultures merited study for their own sake.
In contrast to Lazarus and Steinthal, Boas's cultural anthropology was an empirical discipline attentive to methodological problems that could not be practised from the convenience of an armchair. As a true synthesis of the disciplines that studied 'man', Boas Franz Boas, 'The History of Anthropology', Science, 20, 1904, 512, pp. 513-24 (518 Lindner accordingly defined social psychology as the discipline that studied psychological interactions within society that produced law-like regularities in the human world. As he wrote, 'The task of social psychology is the description and explanation of phenomena which depend on the interaction of individuals and on which rest the whole mental life of society.' In contrast to Lazarus and Steinthal, and in accordance with the Herbart-school, Lindner claimed that society did not exist independently of the individuals; the 'mental life' of society could only be found in the individual consciousness of its members. Hence, social psychology could borrow its principles from individual psychology. Ideen, pp. 5, 8, 12, 13, 14 history of mankind' that could thus be the object of study of social psychology: nations and states (Völker und Staaten). Both nations and states formed coherent entities, but for different reasons: nations were defined by the common descent and common language of their members, while states comprised a common territory and a common legal order.
Indeed, 'nationhood' (Volksthum) appeared as the expression of the most intensive mental interaction of a majority of people. 52 But in contrast to Lazarus and Steinthal, who had never cast any doubt on the importance of the nation, Lindner argued that since nations changed during the course of history, and were lumped together in polyglot states, the state was the more appropriate representation of society (Urbild der Gesellschaft), and thus the most appropriate object of enquiry in the social sciences. Lindner highlighted further differences between his social psychology and Lazarus and Steinthal's Völkerpsychologie.
While he focused on 'real personalities and their interactions', folk psychology studied the 'abstract emanations of the folk spirit', that is, language, religion, mythology, and art: 'In short, social psychology deals with the mental personality of society itself, while folk psychology deals with single mental utterances; the latter follows the course of history, while the former strictly adheres to the teachings of psychology, and relies on history only to test its hypotheses.' 53 Despite this critical attitude towards folk psychology, Lindner believed that both disciplines could co-exist; but in his view, folk psychology would provide the empirical-historical material that social psychology would interpret and explain. MI, 1995, pp. 189-91. 57 M. Lazarus to Paul Heyse, 23 December 1879, in Belke, Lazarus, vol. 1, p. 151. 58 Moritz Lazarus, 'Was heißt national?', in M. Lazarus, Treu und Frei, view of the members of the people themselves about their equality and shared identity (Zusammengehörigkeit) '. 59 This definition left no doubts about the answer to the title question of his speech: the German Jews were 'Germans, nothing but Germans, when the concept of nationality is concerned, we belong to only one nation, that is the German nation.' 60 Their religion did not turn the Jews into a nation, but a 'tribe' (Stamm); Judaism had to be viewed as one of several confessions that co-existed in the German nation.
Even though Lazarus openly opposed Jewish orthodoxy, he denied the need for the Jews to give up their religion and convert to Christianity as a way of solving the 'Jewish question'. Already 'complete, highly able and productive Germans', the Jews had to remain Jews in Germany. As such, the peculiarities and special traits of the Jewish 'tribe' would contribute to 'fulfilling the highest ideal of German nationality'. According to Lazarus, the Jews had a special role to fulfil as part of the German people. They were obliged to preserve their heritage and 'put it into the service of the German folk spirit'. 61 The Jews were characterized by a specific communal spirit that had developed out of their religious traditions and expressed itself in ethical ideals. 62 In Lazarus's view, the Jews appeared as special Germans whose secular ethics had made them the foremost bearers of humanitarian progress. For this reason, he was strongly in favour of pluralism within a nation; indeed, he declared the great diversity (Mannigfaltigkeit) of a nation as a prerequisite for the progress of the folk spirit. 'Diversity' encapsulated 'true culture'; accordingly, 'each nationality (Volkstum) which is to reach a high level of development has to be equipped with a great 59 Ibid., compare Lazarus and Steinthal, 'Einleitende Gedanken', Lazarus 
